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WATER IN MINING
THE AUSTRALASIAN INSTITUTE OF MINING AND METALLURGY
Water in Mining 2009 15 - 17 September 2009 - Perth, Western Australia - The Australasian Institute of Mining and Metallurgy - 
Publication Series No 10/2009  - Level 3, 15 - 31 Pelham Street, Carlton Victoria 3053 Australia
Water and energy are the two technical issues of the time. 
They are each challenges in their own right and they are 
linked in both obvious and subtle ways. In many cases, 
we see that the obvious option for dealing with a water 
challenge requires additional energy input. A clear case 
is water treatment. All treatment options require energy 
and many need additional chemicals, which in turn have 
embodied energy. 
Water and energy are also linked via the global scale issue 
of climate change. Irrespective of whether you are driven 
by personal beliefs or someone else’s interpretation of 
the science surrounding the causes of global warming, 
the patterns of water resources dynamics are changing. 
Some regions are wetter, others drier and yet others are 
experiencing changed climate variation and frequency of 
extreme events. This is presenting challenges to managing 
water in minerals operations.
First, site characteristics, e.g. storage and drainage, need 
to be changed under conditions that are themselves not 
stable. This makes redesign a real challenge. Second, 
regional conditions are changing and other users of water 
are shifting their opinion regarding the value they place on 
water. The extended dry conditions in central New South 
Wales have demonstrated how communities can change, 
and even with water markets in place, it can be difﬁ  cult 
to access the water necessary for maintaining production, 
let alone supporting expansions.
In recent times, some regions have experienced signiﬁ  cant 
changes in prevailing dry conditions. In the central 
Queensland coalﬁ  elds, extreme ﬂ  ooding has created the 
need for mine water regulated discharge for the ﬁ  rst time 
in many years. This has created some community concern 
to which the Queensland government has responded. A 
new policy regime for discharge regulation is being put 
in place. From a scientiﬁ  c perspective, I have to hope 
that the policy that will emerge from the process does not 
have unintended consequences for the inevitable future 
dry periods. It would be a travesty if policy to manage 
infrequent wet events resulted in recidivism in the big 
gains made in frugal water management across most mines 
over the dry period. The work presented in this conference 
on water accounting and auditing, as well as probabilistic 
forecasting and systems modelling from previous Water 
in Mining conference papers, demonstrates a balanced, 
risk-based approach that could be used to effectively cope 
with the variations. Hopefully, government policy ofﬁ  cers 
are avid readers of The AusIMM proceedings.
Of course, having to deal with excess water is not only a 
result of changing climate. In the iron ore ﬁ  elds of Western 
Australia, the need to manage excess water is created 
because of the genetic history of the iron ore formation. 
Many of the best remaining orebodies are in paleochannels 
that are saturated. Being held in Perth, Water in Mining 
2009 will focus attention on the challenges posed by this 
evolution of the development of Western Australian iron 
ore. Rio Tinto, a major sponsor of the conference, has a 
signiﬁ  cant role to play in the Pilbara and they will outline 
their strategy for the region at the conference. This will 
be supported by a number of papers from a range of 
companies and government.
David Boger’s abstract eloquently advocates the case for 
paste thickening of tailings. This process is becoming 
increasingly common as the water efﬁ  ciency it delivers 
combines with the savings in tailings storage capacity 
requirements to make a compelling business case. 
Unfortunately, it is another trade-off between energy and 
water because creating a paste and transporting it for 
storage requires more work than conventional tailings.
This defines a new research challenge rather than a 
problem per se. The paper by Fawell and colleagues 
demonstrates this. Rea and Monaghan demonstrate some 
potential for improving efﬁ  ciency with pumping that with 
some lateral thinking can be applied to the paste transport 
challenge.